CHAPTER IV

Reorganizing the High Command

THE Democratic victory of 1856 settled nothing. A four-year truce had
been established only to form the lines for a greater conflict, that of
1860. The Republicans had shown phenomenal energy before the de-
cision; now they had even greater reason for exertion. The Democrats
knew their margin was slight, the loss of two more states would mean
disaster four years hence. The new administration must prevent their
opponents ,from gaining any further advantage.
Buchanan must re-form the ranks of a divided party. He had been
nominated because he represented the conservative attitudes; but he had
been elected only because .certain divisive groups, like the radical ex-
ponents of southernism, had supported him. His was the task of keeping
intact a party in danger of splitting into two opposing factions.
Buchanan's known conservative tendencies caused the spokesmen of
the radical southern element to lose no time after the election in serving
notice upon him that they must be recognized generously. They came
forward with their demands immediately. Through their press they
started an educational campaign which was widely noticed by other
editors. The Charleston Mercury, the organ of the South Carolina radi-
cals edited by Robert Barnwell Rhett, and the New Orleans Delta, re-
puted to be the mouthpiece of Jefferson Davis, took the lead. The South
would neither agree to any policies, nor accept any party leadership, that
failed to emphasize full protection for southern rights. The only way to
preserve the Union was to leave the South in a position to prevent an
antisouthern triumph.1 The Mercury even went so far as to suggest a
new federal constitution with guarantees for southern safety. Rhett's
alternative was secession and the formation of a southern confederacy.
The South would not accept minority status.2
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